Introduction
As an academic working for the past three years in a learning and teaching centre in a higher education institution in Ireland, I have only recently asked myself if I have been living in the direction of my educational values (Whitehead, 1989) . These are my ideas about what constitutes an educationally worthwhile process of teaching and learning by defining the relationship between knowledge, teachers and learners.
My professional role involves the provision of academic support for newly appointed staff at the Institute. I felt there was a discrepancy between what I felt should be happening for these new staff members and the reality of the provision of academic support. I decided to conduct an action research study over a three month period to investigate this discrepancy. The focus of the study was myself, and what I was doing to support these new lecturers. My claim at the end of this study is that I now have a clearer picture of the problem areas in academic support levels encountered by newly appointed academic staff.
My evidence emerged from an analysis of a transcript of a focus group session held with six members of academic staff as the participants in my study, through asking them what their learning needs were as they began their new posts, and at the various stages thereafter. Due to the fact that I felt that the research should be manageable and be under the direct control of myself as the practitioner, it was small-scale. My two colleagues in the Centre and a member of high level management agreed to form a validation group who worked with me to analyse the evidence to substantiate my claim.
Background
Prior to this research study being initiated, a review of similar academic support centres revealed that an educational development issue common to all disciplines and countries is how to combine generic development of staff as teachers with appropriate engagement with the specificities of teaching individual subjects (Clark et al, 2002) . Within the confines of a development programme for new academic staff, the issues were even broader: these new staff have a wish to be a good teacher, but quickly, and to have the breadth of vision as teachers to be able to cope with new types of students and different ways of teaching.
Prior to this time, there had been minimal support in place for new academic staff, and efforts were being made to address this, by situating an optimal programme in an alreadybusy schedule for these new staff. et al. (1992) 
Initiating the Process of Change
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Action Research in my Context
The main impetus behind this action research study is intrinsically linked to the aim of action research which is to solve the immediate and pressing day-to-day problems of practitioners. Taken further, and exploring the 'teacher as researcher' concept, teachers are enabled to develop their own understanding of their own practice and to turn their practice into a form of research. It is a whole reflective enquiry into one's practice, to be constantly saying to myself, "What am I doing? Why am I doing it like that, and how can I improve it?"
My intention as an action researcher would be to bring about a situation that was congruent with my value position. I was interested in exploring new ways of representing research: using self-reflection, using dialogue and conversation; yet for the purposes of this study, using the action research methodology of change seemed most appropriate to How important was the issue to the newly appointed academic staff? Concern was mounting. We were receiving informal feedback from some academic staff members who were unhappy about the level of support provided, and due to the constraints of their course syllabus, the time they had to attend Learning and Teaching Centre courses. This perplexed me deeply.
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To date, there has been no formal or systematic study undertaken about this issue within this institute. There has never been a consultation process with the new staff to establish what they need and when they need it. Do the newly appointed academic staff actually want to start a new course when they have just started a new job? Is the appropriate level of academic support to be offering them at this stage in their careers?
To this end, this action research study enabled the germination of an idea to develop; to better support the newly appointed academic staff by asking them what their learning needs are as they begin their new posts as lecturers in higher education, and at the various stages thereafter. There was a need to become more proactive to their learning needs, and by doing so, I wished to investigate how my personal and professional conduct affects these learners.
Why I was Concerned?
I have always believed that the best teaching is done by those who want to learn -by undertaking a process of critically reflecting on my practice. Learning can involve the evolution of understanding, and professional development can involve considered reasons for action. This was the basis for this study.
In this instance my personal and professional values tend to merge. I believe that people are able to think and learn for themselves, and that they generally tend to appreciate being given the space and time to give their own opinions on matters. I have always felt more comfortable working with people in a facilitation role, setting up a climate for learning, supporting them in reaching their own goals and potential. As part of this, I am of the opinion that an openness to change and dynamism on my part is essential.
How could I present evidence to show the need to undertake the research?
My intention was not to validate a theory independently and then apply it to my practice;
I intended to validate through my practice. The methods I used to gather evidence to substantiate my claims were a reflective journal and a focus group. The journal entries reflected on the situation in which I found myself, and my thoughts on the need to do something about this situation. I hoped that once I had acquired specialised and detailed information from the newly appointed academic staff members in the focus group session, this would provide a basis for analysis and elucidatory comment on my topic of enquiry.
I took some time to develop working criteria to help me make judgements about whether the situation might be improving. These took the form of a set of questions to be used in the focus group session.
Insert Table 1 here Throughout, I attempted to formulate the questions from my values base. I also hoped through the validation group that I organised for this study to share my observations and reflections so as to fine-tune the work, and continue the process in the future. Keeping track of events is sometimes difficult, but essential if the study is to be systematic and legitimate when it comes ot public attention. The personnel I chose to include in monitoring this study were colleagues in what I termed a Validation group. These colleagues were sympathetic to what I was trying to do, but were able to criticise supportively in order to move my ideas forward.
The issue of validity of evidence was important:
-Are the focus group questions clearly formulated so that the answers will provide data to illuminate the research question?
-Are the procedures clear so that all stages of the investigation can be evaluated in context?
-Have steps to reduce bias and help reliability been taken?
-Can the claims that are made be 'legitimately' derived from the questions, the action plan, and the evidence which was gathered?
What I could do about it?
To conduct such action research I undertook to develop a plan of action to improve what was already happening in my practice, to act to implement the plan, to observe the effects of action in the context in which it occurred, and to reflect on these effects as a basis for further planning, along with any subsequent action. Although it can be said that this is what every practitioner does anyway, to do action research is to plan, act, observe and reflect more carefully, more systematically, and more rigorously than one does in everyday teaching and generate valid evidence from the data in support of a claim to knowledge. It was important to carry out these four activities collaboratively, involving others affected by the action, the newly appointed academic staff members because this kind of honest, collective collaboration -with the participants as partners in the processwould be so powerful.
Insert Figure 1 here Ethical issues played an important part in this study. There would be a great deal of sensitivity around this issue. The different players needed to be taken into account. From my own perspective, I took some time to write an ethics statement. The newly appointed academic staff needed to be shown that their opinions were valued and that they had a say in their own professional development.
By working with academic staff who were at varying stages in their posts, I was hoping that this would give me the opportunity to liaise with staff who have been in their posts for six months and those who have been working in the institute for a few weeks. This proactive approach was important to ensure that the enquiry that I was undertaking was informed.
I kept three action gains in mind: the improvement of practice, the improvement of understanding (individually and collaboratively), and the improvement of the situation in which the action takes place. Hearing from the participants in the focus group let me know what matters to them. I had a number of goals for this session:
• to listen and learn from them by exploring the topics of interest to this study;
• obtain in-depth knowledge as they shared and compared their experiences, feelings and opinions;
• pursue any interpretive questions about "how and why".
Specifically, the focus group revealed a number of issues:
• The new lecturers questioned whether their 'voice' had any credibility within the Institute; being the 'new kids on the block' left them wary of being noticed amongst their more experienced peers, yet they still felt that they had something positive to gain from starting to question their academic practice. Quotes from the focus group participants illustrates these issues. • As a result of this insecurity, they queried if any suggestions that they were requesting in terms of academic support were actually going to deliver some of the things that they wanted.
"I like the whole process you are offering to us. If it is implemented, in terms of totality, it seems a valued set of workshops and support; it should help take the pressure of new lecturers starting teaching. I only wish it were in place now as this is when I need it."
• The focus group helped me learn about the foremost way to communicate with the new staff around the Institute. We discussed how best to convey information to them about the academic workshops and short courses on offer in a timely fashion.
Incorporated into the academic support programme, they requested opportunities to further input their opinions, so that they could feel included in their own professional development.
"I have not seen any of the posters you have described, but I do think email is very effective for keeping us informed of forthcoming courses and initiatives."
• what their highest priority issues were during this period of transition for them. A general concern that they all felt could affect them was in terms of student support:
"How far should you go in dealing with students? Some students want you to go further than others with helping them if they have problems. How much is appropriate for a lecturer to do?"
Thereafter, it was necessary to decide which action steps outlined in the plan were to be implemented next, and how the process of implementation and its effects were going to be monitored. I wanted to monitor the effects of the action plan with an open-eyed, openminded, responsive way to record the unexpected and the routine alike. Monitoring techniques were used to:
• provide evidence of how well the course of action was being implemented;
• provide evidence of unintended, as well as intended, effects; and
• look at what was going on from a variety of viewpoints; adopting a variety of techniques. The validation group provided me with three specific inputs regarding the effectiveness of the focus group. In effect, three distinct areas for development were highlighted.
1. Certain workshop titles appeared in the transcript e.g. class planning, lecture design, thesis supervision at different levels, assessment, exam correction, and plagiarism. A number of enduring academic issues that lecturers considered important also appeared in the transcript, e.g. support for students with disabilities, student support, staff mentoring, induction, and increasing opportunities for staff networking. 3. The validation group also indicated that it was a successful outcome of the focus group to have not only the academic services stated, but also how lecturers wanted events advertised, and where they wanted them to take place. They felt that these were practical 'customer concerns'.
It was the spiral process of action research that permitted both responsiveness and rigour at the same time. Each cycle gave yet another chance to challenge the data and interpretations of the previous cycles. More cycles inferred more challenge, and more assurance that the results would be valid. Repeated cycles allowed me to converge on an appropriate conclusion by focusing on the quality of the data collected and the interpretations drawn from it. In the later cycles, there is scope for challenging the information, and interpretation from earlier cycles. The data collected and the literature read was part of this. In effect, this whole study became a process of iteration. Within this process, a gradual refining of understanding of the situation being studied took place.
On examination of the evidence in the focus group transcript, I decided to draw up an action plan for my future practice within the Learning and Teaching Centre and other institutional departments and committees. This was vital in order for me to be able to action the issues raised in this research.
How did I Modify my Practice?
'Be ye therefore slightly improved…' (Murdoch, 1985) Previously I had happy with working at ground level with academic staff. I had been a committee member of a Staff
Training and Development committee within the institute, focusing on what training was needed from year-to-year. To help change come to fruition, I now felt it was necessary to work at a strategic level within the institute. At this time, I asked to be placed on a
Training Needs Analysis (TNA) Sub-Committee to develop a framework for TNA for the entire Institute. The aim of this is to implement a programme to establish levels of performance and need for all staff, and my specific role is to assist with academic support over the next three to five years.
Insert Figure 2 here
After exploring the transcription of the discussion with the academic staff in the institute and discussing the issues with members of my validation group, it was on the latter's suggestion that I attend a seminar at the First Joint SEDA/AISHE Conference (April 2002). This conference was taking place under the theme of supporting and evaluating change in higher education. There, I had the opportunity to discuss with one of the presenters one of the important issues identified by a lecturer in the focus group: the importance of holding mentoring conversations for new academic teachers. During and after this conversation, I had the opportunity to reflect on the ways in which dialogue with a mentor can be a holistic approach to teaching development that can embrace both the personal and professional needs of new teachers and help them manage the change to an academic career (Spiller, 2002) .
I have now started working with appropriate staff in assisting with the establishment of an academic mentoring support system within the institute. This is to enable conversations as a place of safety during a time of transition and change. The dialogue that could take place within this context could be a way to process expectations, preconceptions and the realities of the new job. It could also be used generally as support, challenge and vision, as well as a place of rehearsal for future performance.
In addition, I have taken the responsibility for the design and will be contributing to a team teaching approach on a learning and teaching programme for new academic staff coming to the Institution in September 2003. As established by the action research study, into the current levels of academic support for new staff, it found it to be completely lacking in terms of academic support; there was an induction already in place to initiate staff into the DIT working environment, but that was the extent of support. The newly appointed lecturers received little or no guidance and advice on third level learning and teaching; there has been limited training provision made for new lecturers starting teaching in the Institution. Therefore, the main aim of this short course is to give newly appointed academic staff an opportunity to develop a practical toolkit of learning, teaching and assessment methods, so as to assist them in effective delivery of teaching and in enhancement of the student learning experience. It is designed to be of immediate practical use to them in their choice of teaching strategy and preparation of learning materials.
The Teaching and Learning menu provided on this course will be broad, and will go into as much depth as required by the participants at that time; clearly follow-up sessions will be implemented as required. There are three broad areas that provide a focus for the course. Firstly, 'aspects of teaching' which will include learning and teaching theories in the context of third level education, writing lesson plans, lecture design and delivery, and making teaching more interactive. Secondly, 'Facilitating Learning' will cover Information Skills, Managing Tutorials, Practicals and Project Groups, Supporting Student Learning beyond Lecturing, and Supporting Learning and Teaching with
Technology. Thirdly, a focus on 'Assessment' will cover an introduction to forms and purposes of assessment, assessing group work, writing examination papers, dealing with plagiarism, and managing assessment feedback.
Conclusion
As the study moved to conclusion, I have found that I have learned a number of lessons about working with novice academics. I feel that the kind of honest collaboration detailed in this study -with newly appointed academic staff included in the process -is powerful and democratic. I have begun a transformation of my own practice to collaborate with academic peers and together to form which direction we wish to move in learning and teaching.
I have also discovered a number of lessons about myself and my professional role. At the outset of this research, I had hoped that undertaking this study would lead to my own personal development, to better professional practice and to improvements in the institution in which I worked. This is the stage that I now find myself. I can now see more personal, professional knowledge. This study is part of an ongoing process that I will continue to explore for as long as I work in academic support.
